time for all Chinese, however. Japan invaded and occupied much of Chinese territories from 1937 to 1945; though Chengdu was not directly occupied, it was bombed and constantly under the threat of Japanese air raids. After two atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Japanese surrendered in 1945, but the civil war between the Kuomintang and the communists broke out and made life very difficult for the average people. Amidst such hardships and chaos, that small bank in Chengdu went bankrupt, and the living condition of my family rapidly deteriorated. My childhood memory is rather vague, but not without some memorable moments. My father used to tell me ghost stories from Liao zhai or the Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio, which scared the wits out of me; he would give me traditional novels to read, such as the Romance of the Three Kingdoms and the Water Margin, and he would teach me to practice calligraphy and paint rocks and pine trees with ink and brush. My mother was a fantastic cook and always made some simple but delicious dishes. My dream as a young boy was to become a painter, as I was fascinated by the great works of both Chinese and European artists reproduced in art books, but at the same time, reading novels and other books also made me interested in literature, history, and many other subjects. When I entered high school at the age of 13, my mother also passed away and I began living in a school dormitory by myself. The three elder half-brothers of my father's first marriage were all college graduates, but perhaps for that very reason, they were all politically suspect under the new regime. Two of them were labeled "rightists" in 1957 in Mao's "anti-rightist" campaign and were sent to labor camps, where the eldest died miserably, and the third one survived as a broken man, with his conviction revoked not until some twenty years later. My sister was an elementary school teacher, and my brother, almost ten years my senior, went to a secondary professional school and became a radiologist in a county hospital far from Chengdu. Because of the deteriorated family condition, neither my sister nor my brother went to college.
As a high school student, I was doing exceedingly well. During my junior high school years (1960-63), our teachers used to give pencils as awards to the first three students with the best scores each semester, and as I recall, I never had to buy pencils myself as I was always one of the top three in class. Life was simple then, as we had very little entertainment or diversion, but I loved reading and was completely infatuated with classical Chinese poetry and foreign literature in translation. I started to learn English and became increasingly engrossed in things European and Western, and soon my English was good enough to have special permission from my teacher to read my own book in class, while the other kids had their lesson or grammatical drills. In those days, Russian was taught in high schools as a major foreign language, and students learning
